Using archive documents of the British Federation of Business and Professional Women (BFBPW) this paper explores the role of this early business organisation in campaigning for feminist issues in the post-war period. It argues that the BFBPW is indicative of the complexities of the women's movement in the post-suffrage era when it fragmented into interconnecting campaigning organisations around a multitude of women's issues. The paper suggests that businesswomen in this period acted in ways that anticipated modern 'femocratic' practice in the way they sought to use business networks to gain access to parliamentary policy networks.
Forgotten feminists: The Federation of British Professional and
Business Women, 1933-1969.
Introduction
In 2004, Demos -the 'independent think tank' -published a report on women's networking in business 1 . It lauded the creation of women's peer group networks as a way of harnessing the talents of women in organisations and as a diversity tool. By using networks women would be able to counter the 'old boys network' that worked to promote the interests of men and maintained the status quo with respect to gender within organisations. Women's business networks, it claims, are a form of organising "uniquely suited to the gender politics of our time." 2 Instead of pursuing a separatist agenda they concentrate on "creating a culture of high aspiration in which women's success is the norm, and by providing opportunities for members to increase their visibility and put themselves forward for new leadership roles," significant area of organising among women, initiated by Beatrice Gordon
Holmes and her ilk … It wasn't, however, until the 1970s and the advent of second-wave feminist activity that organising among professional women took on a lighter, more dynamic structure, and the 'new girl network' was born" 4 .
The aim of this paper is to write the 'forgotten feminists' (Beatrice Gordon Holmes 'and her ilk') of managerial and professional status -the women who campaigned for 
Living in the shadows of suffrage: the women's movement in the 1930s
The period of time that encompasses the granting of suffrage in 1928 and the rise of the Women's Liberation Movement at the end of the 1960s has been a difficult one for commentators on feminism to come to terms with. David Doughan has acknowledged the overall trend towards seeing it as a period untouched by the women's movement, a time of retreat into domesticity, by calling it "this apparently grey and amorphous half-century of feminism." 5 His careful rebuttal of Sheila
Rowbotham's account of feminism in the 1930s 6 and beyond (respectful in tone but rejecting her criticism of feminists of the time) is an example of the re-evaluation that has taken place since the 1970s of this period of feminist activity. The Women's Liberation Movement itself, in its concern to collect and protect its own history, emphasised its discontinuities with previous feminist campaigning and chose to ignore those connected with equal pay, legal reform and anti-discrimination 7 legislation thus helping to erase our sense of connection to these earlier campaigners.
But perhaps, being 'post-liberation' in the same way as feminists in the middle years of the last century found themselves 'post-suffrage', we are now ready to be more generous in our interpretation as well as curious about our similarities.
Many feminists who came to campaigning after the suffrage campaigns looked back on the previous generation with envy. Suffrage, as Doughan points out, was an extremely colourful and vibrant cause to be a part of -especially when it entered its later, militant phase. It was an easily understood principle for which to campaign and there was an air of excitement about it with its stirring rhetoric, glamorous processions and colourful banners. When the campaign achieved its objective the excitement, the comradeship and the romanticism died away.
"The aim of the suffrage movement has been single and simple, but what lay before feminists from the 1920s on was a much more complex, much trickier problem of dealing with legislation in a large number of highly specific and often ferociously complicated cases -boring, thankless, nit-picking work for the most part, entrusted to highly dedicated elite cadres" 8 .
In some cases the boring and nitpicking work was done by organisations that could claim direct descent from the Women's Social and Political Union or the National Co-operative Guild was starting to withdraw from campaigning about issues of sexual inequality in the home. 11 But there were also organisations that were being formed at this time by the very generation that Rowbotham argued were hostile to feminism 12 .
Amongst these were the British Federation of Business and Professional Women who, rather than representing an organisation that was retreating from women's issues took an apolitical cultural and social organisation and used their position to lobby government.
The Struggle To Achieve A Political Voice.
1933-1935
Before the BFBPW came into existence in 1935, business and professional women in the UK were represented as a group by the British Federation of Business and Professional Women's Clubs (hereafter 'the Federation'), which was formed in 1933.
The Federation was characteristic of many organisations for women at that time. It was run along highly bureaucratic and formal lines, in part because of the belief that women needed to be trained in formal meeting skills in order to be able to participate fully in society and its political apparatuses now they had the vote. The Federation was the umbrella organisation for women's clubs and, although the clubs -more akin to City men's clubs than Working Men's Clubs -were predominantly social and cultural spaces for a certain class of women to meet in, they contained within their membership prominent women in the professions and business. The suggestion that they might consider "the wisdom and utility of so altering the constitution" hardly conveyed the significance of the decision about to be taken. What in fact this motion provided was an opportunity to debate the need for an organisation that would have much wider aspirations than furthering women's friendship, talents or understanding. It was a motion that provoked a long debate about the need for an organisation that would "facilitate the circulation of information … prevent overlapping and to provide machinery through which these bodies could voice their common views and take common action where necessary". This was, from the outset, a change that would create an organisation designed to speak out on issues that women felt strongly about in the political, social and economic arena.
The politicisation of the Federation was clearly a difficult issue for many connected to the organisation in its original conception. Hitherto the subject of politics, and of collective action, had been deflected whenever it had been raised at meetings. For example, at the AGM of 1934 there were two attempts to include contemporary political issues as part of the business of the evening. A member asked if it were within the competence of the meeting to pass a Resolution "in connection with matters affecting the interests of seamen" but this was quickly ruled out by the President as being outwith the scope of the Federation. The second was not so easily sidelined. Miss McMillan proposed that a resolution should be passed protesting against the government proposal to ban women from working in the mines. Although supported by other members it was eventually decided that:
"it was undesirable for any meeting to pass resolutions expressing definite opinions without any information or study of the subject involved. It was suggested that study circles which could take up matters like those already raised might be formed next Autumn and that those circles could then report and recommend action to their various clubs and through the clubs the Organisation asking them to receive a deputation on the action of Britain in excluding women from mine working, even when they were employed in a technical or professional capacity. They also agreed to ally themselves to the question of young persons unemployment, noted that a woman MP was taking some action on the topic in Parliament and empowered one of their council members to "take any steps she felt desirable" in the matter. The Federation also took a strong interest in the "Status of
Women" committee at the United Nations, noting that present information on the comparative status of women in each country was insufficient and that a survey would need to be taken.
But the minutes also reveal the extent to which the BFBPW recognised that it was out of step politically with the International Federation in Geneva. The council observed, "… the Equal Rights International was not in favour at Geneva as it is too feministic in its outlook 22 ". It was agreed that the way around looking 'too feministic' was to provide empirical evidence of loss of ground and reduction in status and that a survey for this purpose should be undertaken.
So, at the end of 1935, a new lobbying organisation had emerged from the tradition of social clubs for women. A self-consciously and actively political organisation, the 23 elite cadre that Doughan speaks of, prepared to do the thankless, nit-picking tasks) set about tackling the pressing issues of the day -the education of women for civic service, support for women in the international arena, the gathering of research on the comparative status of women and lobbying for training and education opportunities for women.
Central to their domestic campaigning was the relationship that the BFBPW had with women MPs across all political parties, and especially their links to those
Conservative women MPs interested in advancing women's status. The political links were important in several senses; they allowed the BFBPW to feel that they were making progress by campaigning within the existing political systems rather than stepping outside of them, they provided advice on how to manoeuvre within the system and holding honorary office in the BFBPW. But in an age where the civil service was small and where governments did not have specialist units or ministries dedicated to 'women's issues', the BFBPW also acted as members of a feminist policy network that was under-developed within the state apparatus. In this way, I
argue, they were acting as an emergent form of 'femocrat'. Femocracy is a term used in Canada, New Zealand, Netherlands, Nordic countries and Latin America to describe a highly visible group of women, openly committed to feminism and the advance of the status of women in society, most often working in senior public servant roles. 24 Although not in common usage in the United States or Britain, the term nonetheless describes partly the role that the BFBPW, and other similar feminist organisations, played from the late 1930s onwards.
The BFBPW was a political organisation -and a feminist one -but it used traditional constitutional and bureaucratic means to achieve its objectives. Its income was derived from fees paid to it by the affiliated organisations as well as advertising in the quarterly newsletter, Women at Work (although this never really aspired to do more than break even). It had committees and sub-committees, rules and guidelines, regular minuted meetings, office holders and bank accounts. It was an organisation, above all, that mobilised itself through letter writing and meetings, making contacts with women and men who they identified as potentially helpful and then exploiting those links.
Above all, it knew and was comfortable in, the context it worked in -it knew how to avoid looking 'too feministic' and it knew what it wanted to achieve. In this sense the women who were instrumental in the BFBPW in the 1930s were the sort of feminists that Rowbotham is so dismissive of:
"The feminists, like the Labour men and women, were let into parliament and put on committees. Once inside the constitution, they forgot that they had sought admission because they believed the world should be made anew." 25 But it is unfair to accuse them of forgetting that their project was transformation of the power structures because for many women confining their activities to isolated goals and pursuing equality within the existing legal and economic structures 26 was a legitimate form of feminism. Nor was it necessarily an easier path to take as a feminist. When war broke out the BFBPW would find out just how difficult it was to make inroads into the political policymaking. The next section documents how the war years helped define the way that the organisation campaigned for change in the next two decades.
Organisational Maturity: 1940-1953
The question of the impact of the Second World War on women and the gendered social order is, as Caine points out, remains the subject of debate and discussion 27 Whereas once the war was seen as delivering new freedoms and independence through their participation in paid work she contends that the experience did not provide a basis for transforming the gender order or social and familial expectations of women. 28 However, for some women's organisations the war offered both opportunities and the possibility of an enhanced role in policy making. "You will, by now, have realised that the Chancellor has no intention in this financial year of doing anything about equal pay. There was no reference to it in his budget speech" 37 .
The MP, did however, assure the Federation of her continuing commitment to forwarding the movement. Irene Ward was hardly more encouraging in her assessment of the chances of the matter being raised -or whether it should be.
"I cannot say whether I can raise the matter of Equal Pay on the Budget
Debate or not as it entirely depends whether one catches the Speaker's eye and I cannot say whether I feel at the moment that any good purpose would be served by doing so." 38 But Ward was an experienced parliamentarian and was ready with some further advice as to how the issue could, nonetheless, be kept on the agenda.
"If the worst happens and no move at all is made in the Budget I think that it will be much more appropriate to organise a deputation with all the principal bodies interested to make representations to the Chancellor, The Minister of
Education and the Minister of Labour and The Minister of Local Government
and Planning, and that you should ask MPs from all parties in the house to lead the deputation." 39 And in the closing paragraph of the letter she pointed out a small victory that may be possible to win. It had come to her notice that women legal staff -who would be paid at equal rates to men in private practice -were being paid at a lower rate when they were employed by the Civil Service. The BFBPW accepted the suggestion and followed the lead by writing to contacts within the National Association of Women Civil Servants requesting information. A formal protest letter was duly sent to the Bar Council deploring this practice and asking them to take action 40 . As for the idea, duly circulated to member organisations and to the EPCC, that there should be a delegation to ministers to include cross-party representation of MPs … the somewhat weary response came back from the EPCC that:
"The majority of the committee felt that no useful purpose would be served by approaching ministers other than the Chancellor, and, it was also pointed out that the Campaign Committee had, only last year, taken a deputation to the Minister of Education, whose reply was that the responsibility lay with the Chancellor of the Exchequer. I, myself, think that a deputation led by MPs should be more useful than those taken by the Campaign Committee alone." The war years, which highlighted many visible gender equity issues in employment, not only energised the campaigning of the BFBPW but forged a particular way of working in policy networks that served them well for a decade. They became femocrats at a time when the state was looking for ways of responding to women's changing demands of it. Although the the political parties were marginally better equipped to identify feminist issues it was organisations such as the BFBPW that worked within domestic politics and international forums to raise consciousness, lobby for legislative change and provide research. It was not, however, a sustainable model for activism in the long term and by the end of the 1950s the organisation was on the brink of dissolution.
The Crisis Year: 1959
When Dame Vera Laughton Mathews assumed the Presidency of the BFBPW in 1958
she took charge of an organisation that was in some difficulty. By 1958/59 it was clear that the finances of the Federation -always a cause for concern -were now in dire straits. Even the search for a prominent woman to take on the job of National President had been a long and complex one with many rebuffs and rejections along the way. Several women who had been close to the Federation during its historysome of them the Conservative women MPs who had helped the campaigns of the Federation in the past -had been approached, but none had felt able to help.
Dame Vera's appointment, therefore, was much in the vein of a once-successful corporation looking for a 'trouble-shooter' CEO whose first task on arrival would be to develop a strategy for turning around the organisation. The problems facing the Federation were financial. Their income was derived from the fees that member organisations paid to them and throughout the latter half of the 1950s the affiliated organisations were themselves losing membership, suffering financially and either disbanding or not able to pay their affiliation fees. This resulted in the somewhat bitter observation by one member of the Federation that whilst it had worked hard for women to achieve higher wages it seemed women were not willing to spare any of this bounty in supporting the organisations that had made it possible 43 . In addition, the secretarial and other services such as space in which to hold meetings, which often used to be freely provided by member organisations were now having to be purchased, placing further strain upon the finances.
The only solution, Dame Vera concluded, was to merge with the National Federation So it was to Clubs that Dame Vera turned to early in 1959 in order to find a solution to the Federation's problems. She was met with a very definite rebuff. The Annual General Meeting of the Clubs was not until the October of that year and they were not in a position to make a decision at committee level, and they regretted having to say it was unlikely that the clubs would vote in favour if it were possible to delay a decision about the federation to that date 45 . Ironically the Clubs operated the same decisionmaking mechanism that had thwarted the political activism of the early federationi.e. the insistence that the separate clubs should be briefed independently, decisions made locally and then discussed at national level to make sure that they were fully supported.
There was a further blow to the Federation in looking for a survival plan with the death of Vera Laughton Mathews in July 1959. The Executive Committee looked again at the options, but with funds so low that they knew they would not be able to pay the subscription fee to the International Federation the next year, the committee felt that it had no option but to write to all member organisations and supporters to recommend the dissolution of the BFBPW.
The letter acknowledged the number and range of problems that it faced. First there were the structural weaknesses that were opening up: a large number of organisations had left and there had been no new organisations to replace them, which resulted in a loss of income for the BFBPW. Although many member organisations remained sympathetic to national and international lobbying campaigns it was becoming increasingly difficult to fund or support the activities. Then there were the changes in personal commitment; member bodies faced the same problem as the parent organisation -it was difficult to find members willing to serve as officers and committee members.
The Executive Committee did not believe that its work was done -in fact one of the issues for them was that the volume of work at international level that they were involved with was increasing -only that they did not have the bodies or the resources to cope with the demand. With the tone and manner somewhat reminiscent of an abdication speech, the letter concluded: The AGM called to discuss the proposals was a fiery one. And it was the British Federation of University Women who shouted the loudest and the longest in protest at the suggestion of dissolution. They argued that the BFBPW represented a true crosssection of working women, that it had no category status, or academic qualification of eligibility, no religious or political bias. They believed that the heterogeneous nature of the federation was its strength and to throw away a link to the UN when the influence of NGOs was on the rise was madness. Finally, they declared that they hoped "that the faint-hearted or defeatist elements will gird up their loins and decide to fight on 47 ".
Loins were girded and the motion to dissolve the BFBPW was defeated. The
Executive Committee that suggested the motion was removed and an interim ad hoc This time there were no voices urging loins to be girded or for iron resolve to save the federation and in 1971, after all the necessary formalities were completed, it sent its papers and a cheque for £74.14, which represented its final assets, to the Fawcett Society 51 .
Conclusion
The history of women's organisations such as the BFBPW poses some challenging questions for contemporary commentators on women and business and for feminist historians. The post-war period is an acknowledged difficult one to deal with within the history of modern feminism with both the militant suffrage campaign before and the Women's Liberation movement after drawing most of our attention away from the feminists of this period 52 . It is, however, a time when many significant campaign issues of the 1920s and 1930s were resolved, even if they did not bring about the full equality that it was hoped they would. But Caine argues that if we 're-discover' the feminism of the post-war period and recognise it as a continuation of the feminism of the suffrage campaign then this ignores the important discontinuities of the 1970s 53 .
The problem is reversed when we consider the significance of organisations such as the BFBPW to women's business networks today where they wish to claim a matrilineal relationship but actually represent discontinuity in terms of structure, methods and objectives. The way that the BFBPW used links with women MPs in the immediate post-war period suggests that if it is the foremother of any contemporary phenomena, then it is femocracy rather than networking that it gave birth to. As the paper outlined the BFBPW operated within policy networks, working with and through sympathetic women MPs in order to achieve specific social, political and economic advances for women. The BFBPW exploited their London base in order to be close to the centre of political and business life, and mobilised its numerically small, dedicated and wellnetworked Executive to move easily between government and other feminist activist groups. And through their work with the ILO and the UN the Federation was also operating in international policy networks.
Women working in this way, through femocracy, have never been popular or romantic feminist role models. They are not thought of as 'proper' feminists because feminists work in collective, non-hierarchical organizations and not bureaucracies, they are an elite of well-paid managers whose interests are different from those of the majority of women or, finally, they can't be legitimate agents of the women's movement because they are not representative of it either demographically or politically. 54 The history of the women's movement is not a history of a single mass movement or like that of a political party but is, rather, an account of multiple organisations representing varied (and often conflicting) interests who form loose ties in order to mount campaigns. As Ferree and Hess observe:
"To make claims on behalf of 'women' … is always to abstract from our diversity just enough commonality to sustain a coalition, however temporary, around a particular issue." 55 The history of such groups as the BFBPW, however limited some might consider their success in retrospect or how some might wish to see them challenge, rather than try and fit in to, existing power structures is an important feature of the past and present women's movement. Temporary coalitions, relatively short-lived lobbying organisations and even campaign-specific organisations represent the strength and diversity, not a structural weakness, in the history of British women generally and of women involved in the struggle for employment rights specifically.
